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Window Shopping and Turf Control

“I’m sorry,” said Larry, the window sales rep, “I can’t sell you these windows. You’re not in our territory; I will have to refer you to another store.”
Even though Larry had said this as nicely as possible and had pointed
out all the benefits I would receive by buying windows from a sister store,
I could tell that he was as uncomfortable with the policy as I was. Larry
had already invested nearly two hours in answering my questions and
educating me on the ins and outs of window design. Now, in this awkward moment, it was obvious that company leadership was more committed to protecting territory than to its primary reason for existence—selling
windows.
Little did Larry know how familiar I was with this kind of thinking.
He had provided a business example of what I had recently experienced
in my own church. It happened when I received a letter from a conference president explaining how the conference was concerned “that Simple
Church would feel free to enter our conference territory and set up house
churches.” Although I knew this kind of thinking existed, it was the first
time in seven years that I had seen it put into writing.
And it made my heart ache. Has turf protection trumped our mission
to reach people, to extend God’s grace to anyone—wherever, whenever,
and however the opportunities arise? Why are some church leaders more
concerned about control and turf protection than about being artesian
wells spilling forth God’s grace and invitations of salvation? I can see why
this kind of thinking might exist in a secular business where money and
control rule—but in the church, of all places! In my church! Why?
When Jesus walked on this earth he gave his disciples a “co-mission”
to fulfill in cooperation with him and with each other, a Gospel Commission, backed by the full authority of God himself: “Go and make disciples
of all nations.”
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This Gospel Commission raises several fundamental questions that
challenge current church assumptions and policies. I will focus on two. 1.
To whom was the Gospel Commission given? 2. What is the territory of
the Gospel Commission?

To Whom Was the Gospel Commission Given?
Having asked this question of over 400 church leaders—at the conference, union, division, and general conference level—in various parts of
the world, I have found that all (with the exception of one individual)
agreed that the Gospel Commission was given to the laity.
Ellen White agrees: “Those who stand as leaders in the church of God
are to realize that the Savior’s commission is given to all who believe in His
name” (White:1911:110, italics added).
The commission had been given to the twelve when Christ met with
them in the upper chamber; but it was now to be given to a larger number. At the meeting on a mountain in Galilee, all the believers who could
be called together were assembled. (White 1940:818, italics added)
Those who engage in it [the carrying out of the Gospel Commission]
with sincerity of purpose will see souls won to the Savior, for the
influence that attends the practical carrying out of the divine commission is irresistible. Not upon the ordained minister only rests the
responsibility of going forth to fulfill this commission. Everyone who
has received Christ is called to work for the salvation of his fellow men.
(White 1911:110, italics added)
To every child of God whose voice the enemy of souls had succeeded
in silencing, the question is addressed, ‘What doest thou here?’ I commissioned you to go into all the world and preach the gospel, to prepare a
people for the day of God. Why are you here? Who sent you? (White
1943:172, italics added)
The Saviour’s commission to the disciples included all the believers. It
includes all believers in Christ to the end of time. It is a fatal mistake to
suppose that the work of saving souls depends alone on the ordained
minister. All to whom the heavenly inspiration has come are put in
trust with the gospel. All who receive the life of Christ are ordained to
work for the salvation of their fellow men. For this work the church
was established, and all who take upon themselves its sacred vows are
thereby pledged to be co-workers with Christ (White 1911:822, italics
added).
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Ellen White is clear: the Gospel Commission has been given to lay people. Not only are lay people to be permitted a part in its calling; they are
indispensable for its completion. And I would suggest that at this time in
earth’s history, they are uniquely poised to accept it. God has provided an
opportunity within the developing global culture to meet the need of the
hour, an opportunity which uniquely favors lay ministry. It is a context
so close to us that perhaps we do not see it— a cultural milieu rich with
technology and social capital for the common person. This endowment is
filled with missional potential.
As noted by Josh Packard and Ashleigh Hope, in their book, Church
Refugees: Sociologists Reveal Why People Are Done with Church but Not Their
Faith, and Barbara Kellerman in her book, The End of Leadership, people
have much more social and cultural capital as they gain access to social
networks (Packard and Hope 2015:11). The playing field between leaders
and followers has been leveled, aided by the revolution in the use of technology (Kellerman 2012:xix). This new playing field is now giving lay people a host of options for accomplishing the Gospel Commission outside of
church norms. They no longer need to ask permission, seek funding from
the church, or earn approval from boards or church leaders (xvi; Packard
and Hope 2015:27). Social networking provides both the opportunity and
voice necessary for the laity to “go and make disciples of all nations.”
A logical outcome of this arrangement is that lay people who are not
empowered by their church leaders in the fulfillment of the commission
are instead empowered by social and cultural capital to bypass their leaders in fulfillment of it. This cultural shift may be frightening for church
leaders, but it does not need to be; however it will require a different
leadership paradigm. And for this, Scripture provides a solid model for
church leaders today.
But one member, a Pharisee named Gamaliel, who was an expert in
religious law and respected by all the people, stood up and ordered
that the men be sent outside the council chamber for a while. Then
he said to his colleagues, “Men of Israel, take care what you are planning to do. . . . So my advice is, leave these men alone. Let them go. If they
are planning and doing these things merely on their own, it will soon be
overthrown. But if it is from God, you will not be able to overthrow them.
You may even find yourselves fighting against God! (Acts 5:29-39, italics
added)

Bill Knott, editor of the Adventist Review, invites church leaders to
move from control-based leadership to empowerment-based leadership
by describing what kind of changes will need to take place. “Christ intended that His church be one in which empowerment is handed out like
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water to the thirsty, where good ideas find a great response of welcome
and encouragement. Cheering should come naturally to those who have
been caught by grace, for gifts and giftedness are clearly signs the Spirit
has not left us” (2014).
Empowering should be the heartbeat of church leadership. Paul, in
Ephesians 4:12, gives a very focused job description. Referring to leadership gifts, he says, “Their responsibility is to equip God’s people to do His
work and build up the church, the body of Christ.” This empowerment
must go beyond cosmetic platitudes.
If the Gospel Commission has been given to the laity, what about the
question of territory? Are there to be territorial lines, turf to control or
defend? We now turn our attention to this question.

What Is the Territory or Scope of the Gospel Commission?
Scripture is quite clear: “Go and make disciples of all nations.” When
the Seventh-day Adventist Church was birthed, there were no phones, fax
machines, Internet, E-mail, Skype, or GoToMeeting. In order to function,
any business or organization—profit or non-profit—had to organize itself geographically in order to get things done. It was a good method. It
worked. It served the needs of Adventist mission. This history has naturally ingrained itself into Adventist thinking. We know our territory, identify with our own conferences, unions, and divisions, take pride in area
evangelism; and support local initiatives. It is easy to understand how
many have begun to feel a territorial right of ownership—even a right to
be defended.
But times have changed. Technology has become readily available. To
organize geographically is no longer the only method to accomplish the
Seventh-day Adventist mission. But the lines in our minds are hard to erase.
Once necessary to accomplish the mission, they now often obstruct it.
How is it that we have subtly constructed a church culture across the
face of Adventism in which new ministries must wait for approval—
must hold their tongues and cool their fires until they get permission?
Why does the onus lie on those in whom the Spirit burns to justify
their plans and validate their loyalty? How did polarities so reverse that
those who dream of enlarging God’s kingdom must now be cautious lest they
step on turf already claimed by others? Why must the start-up funding
needed by new strategies compete for anything that remains after
“regular expenses” have been paid?
Such questions are, admittedly, uncomfortable. We wince to learn
that caution, safety, and permission are more the watchwords of our
movement than old men dreaming dreams and young ones seeing
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visions (Joel 2:28). We douse the fires of inspiration with buckets
of supposed practicality, content that nothing has yet gotten out of
hand—not energy, not faith, and certainly not involvement. Fewer crises come our way, we say—and nothing not on the agenda will ever
mar our peace. (Knott 2014, italics supplied)

Ellen White also confirms a non-territorial Kingdom expansion as
Christ’s disciples go to all nations. “Thus Christ sought to teach the disciples the truth that in God’s kingdom there are no territorial lines, no caste,
no aristocracy; that they must go to all nations, bearing to them the message of a Saviour’s love” (White 1911:20, italics supplied).
It goes against the Gospel Commission itself and the counsel of Ellen
White to place territorial restrictions upon lay people who hear and accept
God’s call. Notice how the Lord himself intends to empower those who
respond and go: “As field after field is entered, new methods and new
plans will spring from new circumstances. New thoughts will come with
the new workers who give themselves to the work. As they seek the Lord for
help, He will communicate with them. They will receive plans devised by the Lord
Himself. Souls will be converted” (White 1948:6:476, italics supplied).

What Matters Now?
In the past there has been much appropriate emphasis on the laity’s
posture of respect toward church leadership. But what matters now is an
equal and proactive posture of respect toward the laity. As new methods
and new plans spring forth from the laity, cooperation and mutual respect must also spring forth. The result will look and function like a peer
relationship. In today’s developing culture, the onus will lie on church
leadership to rid themselves pf any turf control and instead develop skills
of cheering, funding, and quickly embracing God-honoring lay ministries.
So, a call to smooth the way, abridge the long approval-giving, find
start-up funding that will prove the Adventist Church still believes in taking godly risks. Speak well of newness in God’s church, for it is he who
still proclaims, “Behold, I am doing a new thing; now it springs forth, do
you not perceive it?” (Isa 43:19, RSV) (Knott 2014).

What Matters Most?
And Jesus came and spoke to them, saying, “All authority has been
given to me in heaven and on earth. Go therefore and make disciples of
all the nations.”
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